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INTRODUCTION

[image: ]
“WHY DOES BLOOD HAVE TO BE THE PAYMENT FOR SIN? THAT’S SO GROSS AND MEAN AND STUPID.”

Welcome to the world of your kid’s faith questions.

Now it’s your turn, so do you:


	Freeze up — “Uhhhhhhh…”

	Attempt distraction — “Oh look, a bird!”

	Parrot an answer you’re not even sure you believe. — “Because God said so.”

	Pass the buck — “You should totally ask that at church next time.”



Faced with the challenge of a real, curious child in front of you asking about a complicated topic, each of these possible responses makes sense.

But what if there was a secret option E?

E for excitement. Your kid has brought up faith and that means you get to talk about it together. E for exploration because there are lots of different ways talk about this question. (Because “blood as payment” is debatable, after all.)

And not, by the way, E for expert, as if a person can only look forward to these kinds of conversations once they’ve mastered enough biblical and theological information.

No, it’s more like E for equipped, knowing how to have great conversations with the kids in your life about God and the Bible even without all the answers.

Secret option E is available for you and for me. I’m sure of it, and I wrote Wonder to help you be sure of it, too.

After twenty-five years in ministry with kids, and parenting two sharp kids who never let a detail slide, I know the Bible can be a doozy of a book. It’s full of little details we read and think, “Why is that there?” and “Do I need to remember that?” and, for our purposes, “Would this be helpful in conversations about God and the Bible with my kid?” (Or, perhaps more honestly, “I hope to goodness my kid never asks me about that.”)

One reason I wrote this book for you is to help you know why a detail is there and how it might be helpful as you talk with kids about the Bible. But even more importantly, I wrote it to help your conversations with kids about the Bible to become just that—conversations. Not lessons or lectures.

I want to help kids fall in love with Scripture and the God whose story it tells. And you’re here, I imagine, because you do, too.

These two questions speak to the heart of that desire:


	How can we help kids come to know the Bible on its terms—ancient, stylistic, containing multiple genres and writers’ points of view; and

	how can we help kids come to the Bible as kids?



Kids ask questions. So many questions.

So we, as adults, welcome their wonderings.

For many years my kids and I made a Bible story podcast for kids. Every episode began with us saying, “The Bible is amazing because it helps us get to know who God is. It’s also confusing, old, from a very different community and culture than our own. So we want you to know, when it comes to God; when it comes to the Bible—”

“Every question is okay!”

“And you can ask away!” Then there’s twinkle music.

This book will help with modeling for kids that every question really is okay, and that you, the grown-up, aren’t a Bible expert, and that’s okay, too. You can ask together, learn together, wonder together. Sometimes you might find an answer, and sometimes you won’t, which is also just fine.

Because what if kids fall in love with the Bible not because it contains every answer but because it’s fun to explore questions—wherever they lead? Not because they can figure the Bible out but because they learn how to get to know God bit by bit as they hear its stories?

No matter how old we are, if we’re reading the Bible well, one thing it should do for us is activate our curiosity. Why did a person say what they did? Or go where they went? Or act in that way? Sadly, too often we hold back on our curiosity, biting our tongue about what we wonder. Sometimes that happens because we feel like a Bible dummy. Or perhaps we tamp down our curiosity because the real task of Bible reading is serious study.

When I first started regularly talking with kids about the Bible—at the “extremely ready for that” age of sixteen—the general assumption was that the goals of those conversations were:


	To pass on information, aka biblical literacy in the narrowest sense. What book, chapter, and verse did this come from? What were the exact details of a story? Have you memorized the verse word for word? (And if so, here’s a prize!) This often meant the stories were overloaded with factoids or skipped altogether in favor of verses that could be pulled out and taught in isolation.

	Application, aka behavior modification, but for Jesus. What should a child do, specifically, because of what the Bible says? This often meant the stories were told as if the humans were the most important characters because they offered examples for us to learn from.



But over time, as I talked about the Bible with more kids in more ways—as a teacher and small group leader, a camp counselor and parent—and after completing seminary, my thinking shifted about these goals.

When it comes to faith overall, I regularly advocate for the goal of being with our kids as they get to know God, so they can discover God can be trusted. We offer the kids in our lives presence. We can be a companion in their spiritual journeys, and we can offer processes, space, time, and experiences that help them get to know God and evaluate the claim that the Bible and our faith make: Our God is trustworthy.

With the Bible specifically, then, I’ve begun to believe that the goal of our conversations should be exploration, aka looking for what the writer wants to say about who God is and what God is like. Put another way, it’s to help kids fall in love with the Bible on its own beautiful, bold, and sometimes baffling terms, as it helps us get to know God and helps us see that God is and always will be greater and more mysterious than we can pin down.

Even for people who agree with the goals of presence and process for kids in faith, and with the goal of exploration as our posture toward conversation about the Bible, the conversations we have with the kids in our lives following those guidelines can be a challenge.

One of the most common things I hear from adults about why they don’t talk about the Bible more with their kids is that they simply think they don’t know enough. The Bible is a complex book, and parents believe they are supposed to be experts with all the answers, so they feel stuck.

But I want to help break down these myths. Let’s start with the myth just mentioned: that in order to talk about the Bible with your kids, you need to be an expert with all the answers.

You don’t. That’s impossible to do and a silly thing to expect. The feeling is real, though, and I’m sorry you’ve carried an unrealistic and unnecessary burden. And kids don’t need that from you anyway.

Kids need the opportunity to explore the stories.

This happens when adults keep the whole story open and follow the lead of their child, picking up on what is interesting or strange to them, rather than steering everything toward a predetermined lesson.

Kids need to hear God-centered storytelling. This is when adults tell the stories in ways that make God a primary character, rather than assuming the humans should be the heroes we learn from most of all. The humans matter; it’s just that they get to be fully and imperfectly human. And as we listen to how those humans practiced trusting and not trusting God along the way, we are also listening for who God is, what God is like, and what God does.

Kids need to be invited to interrupt. As humans, we remember far more of what we say than what we hear. When we invite kids to interrupt right in the middle of the story, so that they can talk about what they notice, wonder about, or think is weird, they are far more likely to remember the story. We also can pivot the conversation as needed based on their input.

So these days, I like to approach conversations about the Bible as an exploration of the stories. When we read the stories, we’re looking for who God is and what God is like. I want to know what the kid I’m with has to say about all of it. Because that is what they need from us. They don’t need an answer wizard. They need an exploration partner. Not a guru, but a guide.

Now, back to that other sticking point, the one where we know the Bible is complex, Wonder is written with two key features to help you with that complexity and adjust your approach for kids.

First, it’s a collection of paraphrased Bible stories, using God-centered storytelling in a style that is written especially for kids. Whenever we talk about the Bible with children, we are doing interpretive work. We have to. It’s an essential part of the process to help take these ancient, deeply cultural, sometimes confusing stories for and by adults and make them accessible to kids while staying faithful to what the authors intended to say through the stories.

Second, each of these paraphrased Bible stories comes with a variety of commentary notes that help shed light on the details, meaning, context, and culture. The notes for Wonder are going to be the most handy-dandy resource for you to dive deeper into the why and what and who of the stories. They’ll offer insights to help you answer questions. They’ll add details that make a kid say, “Oh, cool! I didn’t know that.” They’ll help you work out some bits of information that you know are in the real Bible but of course aren’t right for a kid just yet.

Yes, the Bible is complex, so let’s help kids fall in love with it both by telling stories accessibly and adding in details when they’re ready to make that complexity fascinating rather than intimidating.

What This Book Is and Is Not

While Wonder is a collection of fifty-two Bible stories, paraphrased in a style you can read to kids, it is not a kid’s Bible, for several reasons.

A kid’s Bible can’t say too much about Potiphar’s wife or the debate about who or what the talking snake in Genesis 3 is, for instance. Those pieces are either inappropriate (at least until a kid is ready—and that depends on the kid) or too niche for good storytelling (one kid’s fascination is another’s snooze-fest, after all, and a kid’s Bible often tries to reach as broadly as it can).

A kid’s Bible has to make one set of interpretive choices once and for all; then it goes to print. Even so, the writer knows that there were likely a dozen very cool ways to tell a kid that story. With Wonder, the commentary you have here will help you talk about the stories again and again, because you can camp out on one cool thing one time and something new the next.

Mainly, though, it’s not a kid’s Bible because those are often given to a kid, which is great. But a kid’s Bible is given directly to a kid who goes off and reads it on their own. This book is written for grown-ups. I want to help you have conversations about the Bible with kids. I want to give you something you can turn to that does the following:


	Offers possible language for how to tell a story to a kid.

	Offers background and insights for the questions a kid might ask or the ways a kid might need to take a story deeper or have a fresh insight.



In other words, Wonder is a grown-up’s guide for exploring the Bible with kids in God-centered, kid-appropriate ways.

What You’ll Find:

The fifty-two stories in Wonder are organized into six sections:


	Part 1: Pentateuch Pack. Ten stories from the first five books of the Bible that set up the larger arc of Scripture but also help tell the story of the beginning of God’s world and family.

	Part 2: Life in the Land. Ten stories from the remainder of the Old Testament that focus on Israel’s move into the Promised Land, and the patterns and predictable cycles the people lived out generation after generation.

	Part 3: Christmas Stories. Five stories telling how God came in the form of baby Jesus.

	Part 4: Jesus Stories. Ten stories from Jesus’ life that highlight what he did and why those actions were meaningful.

	Part 5: Easter Stories. Seven stories spanning Jesus’ final week before being crucified, to his resurrection, and his early post-resurrection appearances.

	Part 6: The Church Carries On. Ten stories from Acts to Revelation that focus on the role the community of Jesus’ followers played in continuing to live together in ways that aligned with God’s character and work.



The selection of stories I chose to include tell the larger story of Scripture, helping kids see God’s dream for the world at work. I also intentionally omitted some stories that are common in other children’s Bible resources because they do not align with my “skip and save” principle. If a story cannot be told in a kid-accessible way that is also faithful to its meaning, but instead would have to be “kidified”—changed in meaning so a kid can handle it—it gets saved until they’re older. This honors both children and the Bible.

The paraphrases themselves practice God-centered storytelling, focusing on God as a main character rather than on the humans as the heroes.i I’ve also included an index (see “Spiral the Stories in Wonder” at the end of this book) of a variety of God’s attributes (not all of them, but a lot) and which of these fifty-two stories could help a child see that attribute on display. So I might have told about manna in the wilderness as God caring for us, but you’ll see it as God listening and God providing as well, so you can revisit that story with those lenses another time.

From time to time, you’ll also come across a mini-essay that goes deeper into a topic related to the Bible, one that needs more space than the notes.

Within each story you’ll find a main idea to help steer you and commentary notes in the margins along the way. There are nine basic categories for these notes, but not all nine are relevant to every story. You’ll see which ones will help pull back the curtain for you, but you won’t see every category every time. These are:



	[image: An illustration of a key integrated with a landscape scene featuring mountains and clouds inside a square. The key is positioned vertically on the left side.]
	Key Image—These are images like mountains, fire, or trees that often serve a symbolic, metaphorical, or otherwise significant purpose in the story.



	[image: An illustration of a key with a symbol next to it, signifying a “key word.”]
	Key Word—Wordplay sometimes escapes us if we are rusty on our Greek or Hebrew, so we point out important or interesting ones. We also highlight words that have taken on certain contemporary meanings that would not be shared by the original community to help us more easily enter their world.



	[image: An illustration of a key with a circular tag displaying the number 123 attached to it.]
	Key Number—Numbers in the Bible are rarely literal and often repeat throughout various stories to make connections or serve another important function in narrative.



	[image: An illustration of a tent with a pointed top and an open flap.]
	Historical Context—These are details about the customs, values, and cultural norms that the original communities shared (and this may go without saying) but we don’t.



	[image: Icon of a banner with masks in the center, featuring a pointed bottom edge.]
	Genre—Certain Bible stories fit a literary category, and they may share certain features accordingly. When that genre shapes the storytelling, we dive deeper into what to expect from that type of story.



	[image: An illustration of a rolled-up scroll secured with a band, positioned diagonally.]
	Literary Feature—Just like the writers of today, biblical writers use a variety of literary tools to convey their meaning to their readers. Whether it be parallelism, irony, humor, or archetype, literary features play a role in reading Scripture well.



	[image: An illustration of a magnifying glass with an exclamation mark inside the lens.]
	Fun Detail—Sometimes the Bible is funny on purpose. Sometimes Jesus is too. When that happens, we highlight it, because at every age it helps to know this book can be both very important and not always serious.



	[image: An illustration of a puzzle piece with rounded edges and interlocking parts. The piece is divided horizontally, featuring a circular indentation in the center.]
	Connections—Bible stories become more interesting and take on deeper meaning as we hear how one echoes another, how this setting is like that setting, how this event feels reminiscent of that other one. So when two or more stories connect, we name them.



	[image: Speech bubble containing three question marks.]
	Your Kid Asks—These are paraphrased stories that adhere to the guiding principle of “skip and save.” As such, major details may be intentionally omitted. However, we also know those details matter and at some point your kid may wonder about them. Challenging, confusing, and unclear passages get a little more time to help you feel more prepared to talk about them whenever the time is right.




Getting Started

While Wonder is aimed at helping you talk with kids about the Bible, it is not a strict program to follow.

If you have a predetermined time or space when you talk about faith things—bedtime, for instance—you could use this book then, certainly.

Or this book could be a reference guide that you as the adult read through, banking the ideas that will connect most with the kid in your life. You could explore one story a week; there are fifty-two here. Even then, whether you go in order or jump around is totally up to you. You might:


	Start from the beginning.

	Start with a story that’s always tripped you or your kid up (hello, Revelation!).

	Start with Jesus stories.

	Line up with the stories your church or faith community is talking about.



Once you’ve picked a starting point, read the story out loud, inviting interruption and leaning into what makes you all curious. Use the notes to help with questions that may come up, and if you’re asked something not included here, write it down to follow up with later. Remember, saying, “I don’t know” is helpful, not harmful, in a kid’s faith experience. It shows that we do not have to be certain and yet can still find God trustworthy, and also gives you the chance to model how we carry questions—learning new things, listening to experts, and even sometimes sitting with the unknown indefinitely.

You’re at the trailhead, and there are lots of good ways to go exploring. Whichever way you head, my prayer is that Wonder will be a helpful guide along the way, keeping you and the kids in your life curious about God and the Bible, together.

Kids do not primarily need Bible information, where they memorize minutiae from the stories.

They do not need Bible application, where they are told by an adult what to do because of the stories.

They need exploration.

They need conversation.

They need the chance to bring their curiosity and critical thinking to the Bible and its stories.

They need to be invited to wonder.

Footnotes

i When I’m speaking of God, I tend to use the singular They and Them, which I’ll note by capitalizing it. If I’m speaking of Jesus, I use he and him. I find the singular They can be one helpful way to (a) use language that reflects the fact that God is not male; and (b) remind me that God is more expansive than and distinct from human beings. Additionally, when God is named in English as I Am or LORD, I often use the Hebrew of God’s name, “Yahweh.” Hearing God’s specific name can be a helpful way to remember that the story is trying to talk about this specific God. Of course, feel free to change these things as you read aloud if you have different preferences.
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